Therapy of chronic hepatitis B with a 6-month course of ribavirin.
Ribavirin is a nucleoside analogue with broad spectrum antiviral activity that has been shown to inhibit viral replication in the woodchuck model of hepatitis B virus infection. We studied the effect of ribavirin on viral replication in 18 patients with chronic hepatitis B who were positive for hepatitis B e antigen. Patients were randomized to receive a 24-week course of oral ribavirin at a dose of either 800, 1000, or 1200 mg/kg per day. All patients completed 24 weeks of treatment and an additional 24 weeks of follow up without significant side effects except for mild, reversible hemolytic anemia. Response to ribavirin was similar among all three dosage groups (p > 0.5); hence the data were pooled and analyzed together. Mean hepatitis B virus DNA levels decreased from 162.7 (95% confidence interval, 106 to 219) pg/ml before treatment to its lowest level of 114.3 (95% confidence interval, 53 to 175) pg/ml at week 20 (p < 0.05). Two patients became negative for HBV DNA and lost hepatitis B e antigen. Mean serum alanine aminotransferase activity decreased markedly from 131.1 (95% confidence interval, 84 to 178) U/l before treatment to 62.4 (95% confidence interval, 48 to 77) U/l at the end of 24 weeks of ribavirin (p < 0.05) and became normal in four patients (22%). Aminotransferase levels returned to baseline within 4 weeks once ribavirin was discontinued, while HBV DNA concentrations remained below baseline even at the end of 24 weeks of follow up.(ABSTRACT TRUNCATED AT 250 WORDS)